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In the decades after World War I, several states in the Deep South built new

schools for African Americans in an attempt to maintain two racially segregated

school systems.! As it fiercely resisted racial integration, the state of Georgia

built hundreds of black schools, more than any other state.? The Georgia

Department of Education established new statewide curricula for teachers and

students and formed guidelines for architects and builders, who designed and

constructed hundreds of International Style schools throughout Georgia. The

stateds campaign to madldokandwhtegresultedin school s, b
some of the first modern schools constructed in rural communities across

Georgia.

The rise of modern African-American schools in Georgia in the 1950s
strengthened black communities throughout the state. Parents and students
have described the schools as a source of pride. Teachers, who held some of
the best-paying jobs for blacks in rural Georgia, could then support black
businesses in the community. The auditoriums, large enough to seat an entire
community, provided space for student plays and band concerts. In the 1960s
and 1970s, when school systems across Georgia eventually desegregated, many
of the newly built black schools were closed and vacated after only a decade or
two of service. Black communities that relied on the schools as important social

institutions were devastated by their loss.



Georgia Schools before World War 1l

Following Reconstruction, schools systems in Georgia maintained racially
segregated public school systems in which black schools suffered from
inadequate funding. Local school boards allocated funds on an unequal basis,
often illegally skirting the United States Supreme Court decision, Plessy v.
Ferguson. The 1896 Plessy ruling required that all public accommodations must
be separate and equal. Black schools almost always had insufficient facilities.*
Black children, excluded from white school systems, attended school in church
basements, lodge halls, and run-down shanty schools with leaky roofs and drafty

walls and windows (Figure 1). These schools were poorly equipped,

Figure 1. First
school for African-
American children
in St. Marys,
Georgia in circa
1920-1923.
Courtesy of the
Georgia Division of
Archives and
History, Vanishing
Georgia collection.
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overcrowded, and led by teachers who were paid less than their white
counterparts. In 1946, a grand jury reported the poor conditions of black schools
in the Atlanta suburb of DeKalb County, Georgia:

While most of the white schools are reasonably well housed and the

children equipped with books and supplies, the black school buildings and

equipment are either borrowed church buildings or poorly constructed
buildings in out-of-the-way places, which colored people have paid for with
their own collections. Your Committee found that these children were
huddled around defective stoves, travel as much as five miles without bus
transportation and, in many cases, without lunch.*

Northern philanthropists led efforts to reform black education in the South
during the Jim Crow era. The Rosenwald Fund, among the most influential
school reform programs, advocated extending the school term for black students,
increasing compensation received by black educators, subsidizing transportation
for black students, and supporting the development of libraries.® Ros enwal d 6 s
primary effort was to provide standardized plans for improved black schools and
matching funds to build them (Figure 2). These schools, which ranged in size
from one- to seven-teacher school buildings, featured large, well-lit classrooms,
industrial rooms, and sanitary privies. Between 1912 and 1932, the Rosenwald
Fund contributed to more than 5,000 schools in 15 Southern states, so that by

1928 one in five rural schools for African-American students in the South was a

Rosenwald school.



Figure 2. The Three
Teacher Community
School was among the
many school plans
produced by the
Rosenwald Fund.
Courtesy of the
National Trust for
Historic Preservation,
v Rosenwald Initiative
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The Rosenwald Fund relied on the local support of county school
superintendents who saw the fund as a way to augment scarce county and state
funds. Superintendents negotiated among black citizens, local school boards,
and state departments of education for donations of land and construction
funds.® The Cusseta Industrial High School in west Georgia was typical of

Rosenwald funding arrangements. The school, completed in 1930, was built at a
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cost of $2,973 with local taxpayers contributing $1,973, blacks $250, and the
Rosenwald Fund $750. In the 1920s and 1930s, the Rosenwald Fund
contributed to 259 schools in 103 counties in Georgia. Rosenwald schools were
some of the most technologically advanced schools available to black students in
Georgia after World War Il when the state government initiated the first statewide

reform of black schools.’

Georgia Builds Modern Schools

In 1949, Georgia Governor Herman Talmadge initiated the Minimum Foundation

Program for Education. This comprehensive legislation sought to eliminate

geographic, class, and, eventually, racial disparities in education through

improved curricula, better training for teachers, and a uniform nine-month school

term. In1 951, Tal madge pushed through the statebo
percent, which was dedicated to new school construction.® By 1955, Georgia

had spent nearly $275 million on public schools, more than almost any other

Southern state. Georgia spent five times more on schools than Mississippi and

eight times more than Alabama. By the time Talmadge left office in 1954, 53

percent of the stated6% budget went to educat

The Minimum Foundation Program for Education enabled the state to
build hundreds of new, modern schools for African Americans to equalize the

disparities between white and black schools, as mandated under Plessy. The



state intended that these new schools, now called equalization schools, would

sustain two racially segregated school systems.'® In the decade between 1952

and 1962, the state built roughly 1,200 schools, 700 for whites and 500 for

bl acks. The governoros

pl an replaced

(Figure 3) with larger, better equipped consolidated elementary and high schools

(Figure 4). The plan called for at least one new black high school in each of
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Figure 3. Map locating
the stateds
poorly built black
schools in 1941-1943.
From Georgia
Department of
Education, Annual
Reports of the
Department of
Education to the
General Assembly of
the State of Georgia,
(1952), 7 and 37,
Record Group 12-2-
29, Box 10, Georgia
Division of Archives
and History.
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o L oon Figure 4. The 1952
plan by the Georgia

2ot fo | 0f oy A """"‘. yrton 70" "‘:"" [0 HIGH SCHOOL Departm ent of
; 2. [im 4 “‘.“ = @ COMBINATION Education to replace
T e TRy o SCHOOL small black schools with
<Al ligrd PO larger and more modern
Ser AL L8 . consolldated_ schools.
= L @ = From Georgia
— | S Gk AN P Department of
B A IO \ Education, Annual

Reports of the
Department of
Education to the
General Assembly of
the State of Georgia,
(1952), 7 and 37,
Record Group 12-2-29,
Box 10, Georgia
Division of Archives and
History.

APPROVED NEGRO

SCHOOL CE NTERS

Georgi a6s 1'% Yhe dobruLawisiSehsol in Ellaville, for example,

completed in 1957, replaced Schley Countyos
nine one-room schools. By 1956, the total number of black schools statewide

was consolidated to 1,058, with many of the small, outdated schools replaced

with modern buildings.*?



The State School Building Authority managed the construction of new
schools in Georgia in cooperation with local school districts and the State Board
of Education. The state legislature established the authority in 1951 as an
independent corporation that would issue bonds and build schools throughout the
state. Spending priorities were established by the State Board of Education,
which developed a formula for allocating funds to local school systems, based on
a space allotment per student at $7.50 per square foot plus ten percent for
architectodos f eed® Imfudalitgledthe depagytmentdo beast,
AThere are no 6éeducational pal acesd6 in Georg

upto-date schoot* buildings. o

The State School Building Authority adopted design standards for
classrooms and other school facilities and it established requirements for types of
construction, fire safety, lighting, and sanitation.™® In 1952, the New York Times
reported that -Ggpegsadshémodethool heuse, 06 co
faced, concrete-block structure, roofed with steel, asphalt, and gravel, partitioned
with pastel-shaded concrete-b | ock wal |l's, and f9SQater ed with c
officials were especially impressed by the half-a-dozen modern elementary
schools that had recently been built in the growing Atlanta suburb of DeKalb
County. Designed by Atlanta-area architects, these schools, including Medlock,
Leslie J. Steele, and Toney elementary schools were models of cost-effective
modern design. Toney Elementary School (Figure 5), designed by Bothwell and

Nash, is L-shaped with an administrative wing with offices, clinic, library, and



tions Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State University

Figure 5. Toney Elementary School in DeKalb County, 1953, served as a
model for modern schools built throughout Georgia. Courtesy of the
Pullen Library, Georgia State University.

restrooms and a classroom wing with twenty-two classrooms and a cafeteria.
Toney, completed in 1953, as well as Medlock and Steele, were built with cost-
effective concrete-block walls, steel-framed windows, and steel roof framing.
These schools were designed to accommodate growth and in many DeKalb

schools the architects returned to build additional classrooms.

The E. Rivers School in Atlanta, designed by the Atlanta firm Stevens and
Wilkinson in 1949, among the first modern schools in the state and served as a

model for subsequent school designs funded by the State School Building

1C



Authority.”” T h e s ¢ h-shapedpkan f&tured three single-loaded classroom
blocks and a 600-seat auditorium that stemmed from the main administrative

wing (Figure 6). Classrooms were lit by steel-framed windows, panels of glass

Figure 6. Aerial view of E. Rivers School in Atlanta, 1949. From Stevens and
Wilkinson, Selected Works (Atlanta), [1958], 78.

block, and fluorescent lights. The architects, through the use of standardized

structural details and multi-use concrete forms (Figure 7), designed the school for

$8.82 per square foot. This cost was signif
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